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Advance praise for The Four Desires


“The Four Desires is firmly grounded in ancient wisdom. Anyone seeking inner healing and lasting happiness must read this book.”

—PANDIT RAJMANI TIGUNAIT, Ph.D., chairman and
spiritual head, Himalayan Institute                      




“The Four Desires is a classic of transformational writing. Accessible to anyone looking for guidance on their journey, it is one of the most helpful books I’ve ever read on what it requires to live a fulfilled life amid the complexities of today’s world. I’m recommending it to everyone I know!”

—SALLY KEMPTON, author of Meditation for the Love of It




“Rod Stryker brilliantly shares countless practices to empower and satisfy your inherent longing for happiness and success, worldly as well as spiritual. The Four Desires is a practical, powerful guide.”

—LILIAS FOLAN, PBS host and author of
Lilias! Yoga Gets Better with Age          




“The Four Desires is a precious gem of a book. It offers us the ‘owner’s manual’ of time-tested teachings we all should have had available to us earlier, which we can now utilize to realize and live a life filled with purpose and meaning. I will be recommending it for years to come to all my students and teachers-in-training.”

—RICHARD MILLER, Ph.D., author of Yoga Nidra:         
A Meditative Practice for Deep Relaxation and Healing




“Read The Four Desires slowly, savor its wisdom, and then do the exercises to help embody the wisdom. It will help you live your best life.”

—ERICH SCHIFFMANN, author of YOGA: The Spirit
and Practice of Moving into Stillness                  




“I am thrilled to have at my fingertips the extraordinary genius of Rod’s teachings, as offered in The Four Desires. Regardless of one’s yogic experience, Rod guides us to uncover the beauty, power, and purpose of our lives. This book is an incredible gift to have both as a teacher and student, and I am excited to use it as a resource for my own continued growth and self-discovery.”

—SEANE CORN, yoga instructor and             
co-founder of Off the Mat, Into the World
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INTRODUCTION

Happiness. We all seek it. There is no more basic or universal drive than the desire to be happy. It is inherent, something we are compelled to by virtue of who and what we are.

Everything human beings have accomplished and aspired to, our every endeavor, has been and always will be rooted in the impulse to satisfy our longing for happiness. We desire love, pleasure, beauty, friendship, accomplishment, wisdom, and power. Each of us longs for an abiding sense of purpose and meaning, peace, health, and security. At some level, we also aspire to freedom, to a greater capacity to shape our destiny, and to connect with something greater than ourselves, which some call Source, Self, or God.

As the thirteenth-century poet Jalalu’ddin Rumi observed: “The wings of humankind is its aspiration.” Aspiration was responsible for the creation of language, society, culture, science, architecture, the world’s spiritual traditions, and even walking on the moon. Everything humanity has accomplished is the legacy of its enduring desire for fulfillment.

The book you hold in your hands is a road map to fulfilling your material and spiritual desires, both your short-term goals and the enduring longing that all human beings have, whether we’re conscious of it or not, for lasting peace and freedom. The process it walks you through is based on the ancient spiritual tradition of the Vedas. A series of sacred scriptures from the land known today as India, the Vedas are, for the most part, little celebrated in the West. However, the same cannot be said for one of the Vedas’ many branches—namely, yoga.

Yoga is officially an industry in America. By some estimates it generates nearly five and a half billion dollars a year. People of all walks of life, social strata, and age groups practice it: housewives, stockbrokers, professional football players, judges, country music stars, grandmothers, and schoolchildren. The reason for its widespread popularity is simple: it works.

Yoga has improved the lives of those in nursing homes in Florida, prisons in Illinois, and boardrooms in Manhattan. With research showing that children who practice yoga have higher test scores and are better adjusted socially than those who do not, some schools have begun integrating it into their curricula. Universities and hospitals nationwide are currently funding or conducting studies on yoga, as are the National Institutes of Health and the National Cancer Institute. Corporations big and small offer it to their employees. Insurance companies are underwriting yoga for their enrollees because of its proven long-term benefits: studies confirm that it slows down the aging process, reduces many stress-related symptoms, helps with back problems, and improves everything from cognitive skills to immune function to sleep, memory, and even digestion.

Despite its widespread acceptance and the number of lives it has improved, what most of us in the West commonly associate with yoga represents only the tip of the iceberg that is yoga, a tiny fraction of what is a vast and profound science; few Westerners are aware of the full breadth and power of its teachings. In fact, many people, including some who practice yoga, assume that yoga is nothing more than a form of exercise, or they believe that only the physical aspects of yoga have relevance to their lives. Nothing could be further from the truth. When yoga is understood in its totality, it is not a religion; it is a practical and comprehensive science for realizing life’s ultimate aims. The yoga tradition provides one of humankind’s most effective systems for achieving enrichment and happiness in every aspect of life. In short, in the same way that the physical practice of yoga so effectively benefits your body and mind, the larger science of yoga is similarly powerful in unlocking the vast potentials of your body, mind, and spirit to help you achieve your best life imaginable.

For the past three decades, I’ve taught yoga and meditation from this larger context of the yoga tradition. I’ve worked with tens of thousands of people, helping them create a more abundant, joyful, and purposeful life. The practices and teachings I’ve shared have been defined by one overriding intention: to empower individuals to satisfy their inherent longing for happiness and success, worldly as well as spiritual. The fact that anything related to yoga might address material prosperity, let alone lead you to it, may come as a surprise, but it can. This book will show you how.

No Experience Required

At this point, you may be wondering if you need to have practiced or studied the physical approach to yoga to benefit from this book. The answer is an unequivocal no. You will be able to get every reward, every benefit of a better life, that this book is designed to lead you to even if you’ve never done an asana, practiced yoga or studied it, and even if you have no intention of doing so.

My first teacher, Kavi Yogiraj Mani Finger, put it simply: “Yoga is life.” Even if you practice yoga asanas, it is easy to lose sight of the fact that the true focus of yoga is life itself. Yoga postures can be and are an effective and powerful aid to support you in improving the quality of your life, but by no means are they the culmination of all that yoga has to offer.

The term yoga has two meanings. The first is something you do, the various practices such as postures and breathing techniques. In this context, yoga is a means to an end. Its other meaning refers to the end. In this context, yoga describes a state, a heightened way of being. This is what all the practices and techniques of yoga are ultimately meant to lead you to, an experience in which you recognize both the fullest, most essential part of yourself and the grandeur and magnificence of the life around you.

Yoga’s supreme objective is to awaken an exalted state of spiritual realization, yet the tradition also recognizes that this state does not exist in absolute isolation from the world and worldly matters. Thus, the science of yoga teaches you how to live and how to shape your life with a commanding sense of purpose, capacity, and meaning. In short, yoga has less to do with what you can do with your body or with being able to still your mind than it has to do with the happiness that unfolds from realizing your full potential.

This is the kind of yoga I will share with you in this book. I won’t be focusing on what you do in yoga class or how you move your body. I am going to draw from some of the deeper teachings of the yoga tradition for the powerful and practical guidance they provide, enabling you to fulfill the life of your dreams.

What does “fulfill the life of your dreams” mean to you? Does it mean accumulating wealth and fulfilling all your material wants and the material wants of those you love? Or does it mean turning away from the material world in order to fully realize the gift of spirit? We often tend to think of these objectives as being mutually exclusive: material fulfillment or spiritual fulfillment, not both. A little exposure to the ascetic philosophy of many spiritual traditions (especially Eastern) could easily lead you to conclude that these two worlds are in conflict with each other, that if you aspire to achieve goals in the material world you cannot fulfill yourself spiritually, or vice versa. It is my intention, throughout this book, to show you that these two aims are not mutually exclusive. Indeed, I developed The Four Desires specifically from the ancient teachings that assert that lasting happiness is dependent on prospering both materially and spiritually.

If yoga is about life, this means all of life, not just part of it. Together, the spiritual and material constitute the whole you, the whole of the experience of being human, and the nature of the universe in which you live. There may be no step more important to achieving ultimate fulfillment than accepting what the Vedas teach us about desires—that some desires are inspired by your soul.

The Four Desires

According to the Vedas, your soul has four distinct desires, which collectively are described in the tradition as purushartha, “for the purpose of the soul.” The first of these four desires is dharma, the desire to become who you were meant to be. It is the longing to thrive and, in the process, to fulfill your unique purpose; it is the drive to fulfill your destiny. The second is artha, the desire for the means (such as money, security, health) to help you fulfill your dharma. The third desire is kama, the longing for pleasure in any and all forms. The fourth is moksha, the desire for spiritual realization and ultimate freedom; it is the intrinsic desire to be free from the burdens of the world, even as you participate fully in it. Moksha is the desire to abide in deep and lasting peace, to know the Eternal; it is the aspiration to experience a boundless state, one that is beyond the reach of the other three desires.

These four desires are ever-present and fluid. In a single day you could easily experience all of them. On waking up, you might think about all your many obligations; thus your very first conscious desire might be the desire to be free from your many responsibilities, to live with no stress, and for your life to be peacefully and wholly nurturing. This desire, for ultimate freedom and freedom from worldly constraint, is moksha. Sooner or later you would feel hungry and desire food; if it was freezing outside, you would most likely turn on the heat. These desires for what is necessary to ensure your survival fall in the category of artha. It is also likely that you would want your day to be pleasurable; you might want to enjoy the company of close friends or family; you would sooner or later long to experience joy. This desire for pleasure is kama. Informing all of these is your soul’s desire that your day, and all the days of your life, be deeply satisfying. This desire to live with purpose and meaning and to contribute to the world is dharma.

According to the Vedic tradition, the four desires are inherent aspects of your soul or essence; your soul uses them for the purpose of fulfilling its unique potential. Learning to honor the four desires allows you to thrive at every level and leads you to a complete and balanced life. It’s important to understand that while these four desires are always present, at various times in your life, as your life’s conditions change, one of the four will predominate. In other words, at any given time one of the four desires will become the most essential for you to fulfill.

The ancient tradition holds that all of us are born with an equal capacity to achieve lasting fulfillment. Desire is the seed, which can eventually lead us to it. From the viewpoint of the Vedas, all four kinds of desires, including desires for material prosperity, if pursued mindfully, can be spiritual because they can pave the way for our soul to express itself on earth. That is why an integral part of this book will provide you with a method for identifying and fulfilling those desires that are in harmony with who you are and, from your soul’s perspective, who you are meant to be. Thus, The Four Desires and the process it leads you through are designed to enable you to uncover your life’s purpose and, by helping you to cut through life’s inevitable distractions, enliven your capacity to fulfill it.

Of course, not all desires lead to happiness. Desires can and do result in pain and frustration. However, according to the ancient tradition, attachment to desire, not desire itself, is the underlying cause of practically all of our pain and suffering. For example, attachment is the source of the pain we experience when we fail to fulfill a particular desire. It also is the source of the anxiety we feel when we do fulfill a desire but fear that we may lose what we have achieved. The yoga tradition acknowledges that the tentacles of desire—namely, attachment—can and often do lead to suffering, but the tradition also speaks at great length of the necessity of understanding your life’s deeper purpose, because true happiness is dependent on your fulfilling it. Indeed, it is my observation that the failure to develop a clear understanding of their life’s purpose is the reason that many people—both those who are more spiritually oriented and those who are more materially oriented—are unable to achieve and sustain the happiness that deep in their hearts they seek.

Beyond that, I also believe that many of the ills of modern society have to do with the fact that so many of us are trying to live our lives by pursuing desires that are disconnected from a greater sense of purpose and meaning. Despite all of our technological advances, practically limitless access to information, and a seemingly endless array of possibilities for short-term gratification, we live in a time when distress, mental as well as physical, is pervasive. No one is immune, neither children nor adults, neither the rich nor the poor. Indeed, the latest research shows that those of us living in affluent societies are, for the most part, no happier than those who live in far less affluent ones. Nothing, not even spiritual practice, including yoga and meditation, can make up for the failure to understand and fulfill your soul’s reason for being.

Being disconnected from your life’s purpose leads to pain and to any number of dysfunctional ways of coping, including abuse of alcohol, drugs, sex, and food, spending sprees, or simply living what Henry David Thoreau described as a life of “quiet desperation.” On the other hand, nothing is more essential to fulfilling your inherent quest for achieving a life of lasting fulfillment than knowing your life’s purpose and allowing it to guide you.

The Four Desires leads you methodically through a step-by-step process to such a life. The process that it will walk you through asks you to do more than just read about the sublime wisdom of an ancient tradition—it will ask you and show you how to apply that wisdom. The simple truth is that real fulfillment requires action. It demands that you apply skill, sensitivity, insight, courage, compassion, surrender, strength, and love. In other words, the kind of lasting fulfillment this book is designed to lead you to cannot be achieved merely by thinking about it, nor simply by making a random decision about what you want and then sitting back with an expectation that it will happen.

In my years of teaching yoga I’ve watched people all too often be genuinely touched and inspired by the information I will share with you, only to see them fall short in their hope of realizing life’s ultimate promise for the simple reason that they failed to apply what they had learned. Their experience is an invaluable lesson if we choose to acknowledge it: in matters of spirit as well as everyday life, without skillfully applying your knowledge, you will rarely be able to change yourself or your life for the better, nor will you be able to fulfill your deepest aspirations. An ancient text, the Mahanirvana Tantra, says it succinctly: siddhi (a Sanskrit term that means “accomplishment, achievement, or success”) is produced by sadhana (a Sanskrit term meaning “practice”). In other words, success is less the result of what you know than the cumulative effect of what you do.

As you will soon see, I have written The Four Desires to be a personal and interactive process. The book is meant to function like a course in which I walk you through a series of steps to follow, exactly as if you were participating in a live seminar. I developed and began teaching just such a course more than a decade ago. I continue to teach it today. I call it the Yoga of Fulfillment. Seeing the process change thousands of lives for the better inspired me to adapt it into the book you are reading.

Throughout this book you will find key teachings, drawn from the ancient tradition, that detail how to achieve a fulfilled life—in both worldly and spiritual terms. You will also find exercises and techniques that will allow you to apply these teachings in order for you to realize your unique version of fulfillment. Along with these teachings and exercises, I have included real-life stories of people (with names changed to protect privacy) who have done the process—both those who achieved their desires and those who did not.

Part I of The Four Desires provides the philosophical groundwork of the process and is dedicated to helping you understand, from the point of view of the ancient teachings, the nature of desire and your own desires and how to see them in light of your soul’s purpose.

Part II will walk you through the process of uncovering your soul’s unique purpose and thereby establish a life strategy, which will provide the basis to chart your course for long-term happiness and fulfillment. In addition to giving you a foundation for a life of real meaning and purpose, having this kind of life strategy will also provide you with a frame of reference to know exactly which one of your many desires is the most important for you to respond to at any given time.

Then Part III will help you determine the specific desire that your soul aspires to achieve now. The process you will use to pinpoint this specific desire is one that you will be able to use time and time again to identify and achieve the goals to which you truly aspire.

Part IV takes you through several steps that will significantly increase your capacity to fulfill your desires. Parts V and VI walk you through the principles of how to live with more joy. They will explore the key principles of the yoga tradition’s approach to lasting happiness and detail how to continue to apply the principles of The Four Desires long after you’ve finished reading the book.

You Can Do Yoga and Not Do Postures

I close each of the six parts of the book with a brief description of a single yoga pose (asana) and a commentary on how that particular posture relates to the subject of the part. I believe these commentaries will be of value to you even if you’ve never done yoga postures and never intend to do them.

The practice of asana invites us to embody all of life’s greatest and most enduring qualities, including courage, willpower, self-awareness, concentration, surrender or letting go, the pursuit of excellence, the empowerment that comes from overcoming resistance (both internal and external), and skillful action.

Each of the six parts of this book is dedicated to discussing at least one of these themes. Each part ends with an illustration of one pose that seems to me to embody the theme we have been exploring. By shedding light on the ways in which certain qualities of the pose connect to the subject matter, I hope to show you how simply reflecting on the posture, even if you’ve never done it, can help you gain access to another level of insight. If you have done yoga asanas, this will give you a way to view the experience of your practice within the larger scope of your life. For those who haven’t done asanas, these reflections on the poses might be of interest because they shed light on how the physical practice of yoga is more than just physical. In either case, these commentaries are not intended to be instructions for doing the pose; they are intended to support the larger intent of the book—to lead you to honor the most sacred part of yourself by living your best life possible.

The Power of Mind

Each part of the book features a different meditation practice. I’ve included these practices to help you gain insight into the process of achieving material and spiritual fulfillment. One reason that meditation has been a part of practically every spiritual tradition since time immemorial is that it provides so many benefits: physical, mental, and emotional, as well as spiritual. What’s more, contrary to what many people think, meditation does not have to be complicated—or to have a religious affiliation—to be highly effective. Simply put, meditation is the process of learning to focus your mind and eventually to rest in greater levels of stillness and peace, which is why it helps anyone and everyone who will practice it.

Even if you have never meditated before, you will find the meditations that I have included inspiring, yet accessible. If you follow the step-by-step instructions that I have carefully laid out, I am certain you will discover that each of these meditations has the potential to benefit you in countless ways.

How to Use This Book

I’ve said that in order to get the maximum benefit from The Four Desires, you will need to do the exercises, which have been organized systematically. However, you do not necessarily have to do the exercises the first time you read the book. You may find yourself wanting to read everything that leads up to and follows the exercises and skip doing them the first time through. If that’s the case, as you read the principles for achieving your goals and the stories that show how people have applied—or failed to apply—these principles for fulfillment, focus on how they touch you and relate to your life and what you truly desire. Then, drawing upon what you’ve read as inspiration and motivation, return to the exercises and do them in the order prescribed.

Some of the exercises will require relatively little work on your part and will take only a few minutes. Others, particularly in Parts II and III, are more involved and require more time and thought. Whichever way you prefer to approach the material, the important thing is that you eventually apply the systematic steps and exercises that I’ve laid out.

I believe you will find—as have most of the people whose stories I tell in these pages—that once you have worked with the process in The Four Desires, you will want to use the exercises and methods as a regular part of your life. The practices of identifying your soul’s desires and applying ancient, time-tested methodology to effectively fulfill them are remarkably powerful in leading you to a life of greater purpose, happiness, prosperity, and lasting freedom. Therefore, I designed The Four Desires as a process to be used over and over.

The Journey to Eternal Fulfillment

Obviously, desire and achieving fulfillment have their challenges. First, there is the challenge of knowing what you want—which for some of us is less than clear. Second, there is the challenge of trying to decipher whether or not what you want is really in your best interests: is it coming from your “higher self” or from some less desirable place? The third challenge is getting what you want. Fourth is the issue of how to live with the expectations or attachments that invariably accompany our desires and which the ancient tradition makes clear are the root of the majority of our suffering. And finally, there’s the challenge of finding meaning and satisfaction throughout the course of your life whether or not you attain your specific desires.

The Four Desires addresses each of these challenges and shows you how to successfully navigate them. Along the way, it will teach you how to build your energy and direct your resolve to fulfill your life’s highest calling. The process through which I will lead you has been refined over many years. I am confident that if you apply it, your life will be improved in countless ways. Nonetheless, as much as I value, trust, and believe in the process, I offer it to you in the same spirit as the teachings of the Upanishads, ancient texts that provide some of the most elevated teachings of yogic science. The Upanishads tell the reader, “Follow that advice of mine which is good and helpful for your progress, and neglect even my own advice which is not.”

I wish to acknowledge the endless succession of luminous teachers who, from time immemorial, have lit a golden path to eternal fulfillment and chosen to leave us the legacy of their experiences—a science of true auspiciousness, the highest kind of success and happiness. That timeless journey is what this book is all about. It is dedicated to helping you learn to hear destiny’s call and to answer it with your best life. The chapters that lie ahead map the journey to fulfill life’s ultimate promise, the one all human beings long for and that is hailed in one of India’s most revered texts, the Srimad Bhagavatam: “Deep within lies a real and everlasting joy. A human being is born to dive deep into the stream of life, find the hidden treasure, and attain eternal fulfillment.”

Eternal fulfillment is both an art and a science. By learning to skillfully apply the science, you become an artist, whereby your heart’s deepest desires become your brushstrokes and your finished canvas becomes the life you were meant to share with the world. Join me now as you begin the journey of The Four Desires.



PART I
•   •   •   •

LIFE IS DESIRE




CHAPTER 1
•   •   •   •

THE POWER OF DESIRE

Ten years before I met Dean, he was at the top of his career as a broadcast journalist. After more than a decade covering a variety of conflicts in the Middle East and Asia, he was now appearing nightly on network television. Just when it seemed that he had attained everything he had ever aspired to and spent his life working for, Dean’s life as he knew it came to a devastating end. He had experienced various levels of excruciating pain for the past six years after suffering a fractured vertebra and declining surgery. But now he knew that something was terribly wrong. Rushed into emergency surgery, he woke from general anesthesia to a doctor standing over him, giving him the grave news that the operation had “failed” and that Dean would be “permanently disabled.”

Unable to sit, barely able to walk, Dean returned to the States, literally and figuratively a broken man, his spirit as broken as his spine, his career over. Within months, he was little more than what he described as a man “pickled on painkillers.”

Over the next couple of years, little changed—until his wife gave birth to their first child. His time celebrating Finn’s birth was cut short, however. Dean’s health, which had been deteriorating since the failed surgery, had taken a turn for the worse. Tests revealed a new, life-altering diagnosis: cancer. His prognosis was “a year or two to live.” With his physical pain and mental torment more severe than ever, Dean’s doses of prescription painkillers were increased and now included a morphine drip.

Months passed with Dean bedridden and in all but a hopeless state. Then, with less than a year to live, Dean had an epiphany. Lying in bed with his young son playing nearby, the nightmare of the past few years and the weight of dying suddenly came crushing down on him. He was overwhelmed by the realization that he was moving irreversibly toward fulfilling the doctors’ prognosis; he and his son—the most precious thing in the world to him—would soon be separated forever.

Suddenly, as though breaking through the dark cloud that had been overshadowing his whole life the past few years, Dean saw himself through the eyes of his son. If nothing changed and he was to die, Finn’s only memory of his father would be that of a man who had committed to nothing other than being a helpless victim. Dean realized that he had so succumbed to self-pity that his son had never seen his father do or be anything that Finn could look back on and be proud of. It was not Dean’s fault that he broke his back or had cancer, but Finn had not seen him even try to make the best of the time he did have—that was Dean’s responsibility. Someone somewhere in the world had it worse than he did, Dean realized, and someone somewhere was doing better than he was with far less.

Dean immediately made a resolution. He would change. There was no way to know if he would survive cancer or ever be an able-bodied father who could play baseball with his son, but he made a commitment nonetheless. For however many days he had left, he would be a living example to his son of how a man could, or in Dean’s eyes should, live his life. He would face the circumstances in his life exactly as he would want Finn to face his own future challenges.

A few days later, Dean found himself doing yoga for the first time in a class that was being offered at his rehabilitation center. Within minutes, he knew he had, in his words, “found his path to healing.” He had no way of knowing whether the healing would be spiritual and physical or just spiritual, but he sensed that it was the beginning of a new chapter in his life.

Driven by his resolve, Dean immersed himself in learning everything he could about well-being, spirituality, and cancer therapies and applying what he learned. He consumed books on diet and nutrition, yoga, spirituality, positive thinking, visualization, and meditation. He dramatically changed his lifestyle, inside and out. He willed himself to practice yoga and meditation for hours a day—in the beginning, crawling out of bed to get onto his yoga mat.

As the months passed, things began to change. Dean could sit up for ten, then twenty, then eventually sixty minutes at a time. Soon after that, he was able to walk to the kitchen. He cut back on his pain medication and eventually stopped it altogether. More victories came. Eventually he was able to drive. And then came the one change that meant more to him than any of the others: he was able to lift and hold his son. Miraculously, and to his doctors’ amazement, Dean had healed his broken back. But his transformation didn’t end there. A short time later, about the time he was supposed to be dead, Dean received a new diagnosis: he was “cancer-free.”


•   •   •   •

“The important thing is this: to be able, at any moment, to sacrifice what we are for what we could become.”

—CHARLES DU BOS

•   •   •   •



Dean’s story is extraordinary. A person can do all that he did (and more) and still not be cured of cancer or heal a broken back, but his is more than a story about beating the odds. It is an illustration of the power of desire coupled with the willingness to use every resource available to achieve a goal. It is a telling reminder of just how potent you can be in affecting your destiny. Viewed from a different perspective, Dean’s story can also be seen as ordinary, in the sense that it portrays the very definition of what constitutes a human being, what in Sanskrit is called a kama yoni, which means “the species which has the privilege of performing actions and which thus can change the course of its destiny.” By seizing his resolve and taking positive command of all the resources available to him, Dean was embodying the principle that defines us and sets us apart from all other species.

This idea was eloquently expressed by French essayist Charles Du Bos, who I believe conveyed the essence of all yogic teachings as well as the formula for achieving a truly fulfilled life when he wrote, “The important thing is this: to be able, at any moment, to sacrifice what we are for what we could become.”

Take a moment to consider who you would be and how much better our world would be if more of us would “sacrifice what we are for what we could become.”

Dean came to one of my Yoga of Fulfillment workshops after he had healed physically. Wanting a clearer understanding of what had transformed him, he was hoping to make use of the same power to overcome the current challenges in his life. Working with the processes of the Yoga of Fulfillment allowed Dean to see that having to face the prospect of imminent death, of being permanently separated from his son, had been the catalyst he needed to be willing to change his life. His intention to be “a living example” to his son for whatever time he had left altered the course of his destiny.

Dean’s miracle-like accomplishments had everything to do with his willingness to sacrifice what he was in order to become what he could be. It began by him acknowledging his desire and finding a specific goal that he knew deep in his heart was absolutely worth achieving. Dean’s overriding desire was to give his son a father he could love, respect, and perhaps even one day emulate. The Yoga of Fulfillment helped him realize that he had intuitively applied the principles that the ancient tradition teaches are key to achieving our goals. Once he learned the principles, he was able to apply them systematically to successfully meet the new challenges in his life.

Dean’s intuitive unearthing of a singular and compelling purpose for his life combined with his all-consuming commitment to fulfilling it is a powerful illustration of a profound truth that was something of a credo for my first teacher, Mani. Drawing from an ancient scripture, he would constantly repeat, “A person can achieve almost anything, can surmount any difficulties, if they can harness their power.”

The good news is that you don’t need to be facing life-and-death circumstances, as Dean was, to harness this power. As Mani reminded me time and time again, you have extraordinary power to accomplish extraordinary things—enough to “achieve almost anything” and “surmount any difficulties”—if you are willing to formulate goals and learn how to direct your innate power toward achieving them. The foundation for achieving any and all that you aspire to is the power of desire.

Desire Is Everything and Everywhere

Desire touches everything in the natural world. It is easy to lose sight of just how powerful, pervasive, and integral desire is to the world in which you and I live. If not for a spark between your biological father’s sperm and biological mother’s egg, you wouldn’t exist. Thanks to one particularly desirous sperm, you are in your present form, reading these words. Congratulations. You are, in fact, the winner of an intense competition between millions of other microscopic sperm desirous of impregnating an egg.

At your birth, more than your mother’s desire was necessary to bring you into the world. If you were born naturally, you actively engaged in a most intense sequence of what are unmistakably willful and desirous contortions to pass through your mother’s birth canal. And just in case the sum of your and your mother’s desires had not been enough to bring you into the world safely, it would have been necessary to rely on the desire of doctors and other caregivers to intervene. “Man is verily formed of desire,” the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad reminds us.

Desire’s role didn’t end when you came into the world. Desire compelled you to lift your head and then to roll over and later to stand; once you were able to stand, desire compelled you to walk, then to run. Thanks to desire, you sought to develop the skill of language, in large part so you could more clearly ask for—if not insist on—the things you wanted as well as to participate with those around you. Speaking, and later writing, provided you more freedom and capacity to pursue your desires in life. You are who and what you are because of desire.

God of the Old Testament had desires. His desires were the first sparks that created light and life, day and night, heaven and earth, and the stars. Before any of them existed, according to the Judeo-Christian tradition, each was a flicker of desire in the eye of the Almighty. The same concept is found in the spiritual traditions of India. The Yajur Veda, for example, one of the four original Vedic texts, tells us that divine desire, or kama, created the world. Without this desire, the world could not exist.

The Vedas teach that desire is ever-present. It is with you at every step and with every breath you take. Desire precedes your every action, since before you can do, you first have to want. I can’t lift my arm, reach for a drink of water, or do anything else without first wanting to; thus every action you have done or will do—including those that are sparked by your subconscious—is preceded by a desire.

Desire is also the seed of every thought. The tradition teaches that before you can have a thought, you first have to have a desire. Imagine how many thoughts you have had in your lifetime and you’ll begin to have an idea how many desires you have had.

“As long as one has a body, one cannot renounce action altogether,” says the Bhagavad Gita. Thus, for all practical purposes, as long as you are acting, thinking, or speaking—as long as you are alive—there is no end to desire.

Desire, the same thing that possessed the part of you that at one time was the sperm to fertilize the other part of you that was the egg, is the same thing that compels your lungs to breathe, your heart to beat, your kidneys to function, your body, in all its complexity, to work as an integrated whole. This same spark also fuels your desire for spiritual and lasting fulfillment and motivates you to seek fulfillment in every facet of life.

To paraphrase T. K. V. Desikachar, a renowned author and widely considered a leading voice for the ancient tradition of yoga, the first step in yoga is the desire to be better. Alain Daniélou, a highly respected authority on Vedic wisdom, in his book Virtue, Success, Pleasure, and Liberation, cites Madhavacharya: “On the physical, as on the intellectual and spiritual plane, all creation, all invention, all imagination is the fruit of desire.”

Even the Buddha, who, it is fair to say, transcended desire, preached what he called the Middle Way or Middle Path, which is the path, according to the Buddha, that led to the state of enlightenment. He described it as the balance between the extremes of sensual indulgence and total renunciation. It is also worth noting that a deep and profound aspiration was what moved the Buddha to pursue and eventually achieve enlightenment. In other words, without a highly evolved desire to overcome suffering and the pain of impermanence, he would not have achieved sublime exaltation; he would not have been moved to search for a way to end his own suffering and then, after he achieved it, to alleviate it in those he saw around him.

Desire is here to stay. The challenge we all face, and which I intend to guide you through, is to learn how to take into account the full measure of who you are and use the positive force of all four of your soul’s desires—dharma, the desire to become who you were meant to be; artha, the desire for the means to help you fulfill your dharma; kama, the desire for pleasure of all kinds; and moksha, the desire for freedom and a connection to the Eternal—to lead you to your best life.


CHAPTER 2
•   •   •   •

TWO KINDS OF FULFILLMENT

The Oxford American Dictionary defines fulfillment as “satisfaction or happiness as a result of fully developing one’s abilities or character,” and as “the achievement of something desired, promised, or predicted.” It’s worth noting that both aspects of this definition are attainment-oriented, something you feel whenever you satisfy a want or desire, or reach a goal.

You first experienced this kind of fulfillment early in life when, for example, you were provided with milk in response to your cries. This kind of fulfillment continued, evolving into the elation you probably felt on Christmas morning if the presents you hoped for were under the tree, the pride of receiving the merit badge you aspired to as a Boy or Girl Scout, the pleasure of buying something you really wanted, the excitement of your first kiss or your first sexual experience, the high of a promotion at work, the thrill of your stocks going up, the joy of discovering that someone you are attracted to feels the same way about you. The more you’ve desired something, the longer you’ve waited for it, the more of this kind of fulfillment you are likely to experience when it’s finally yours. At least for a while.

The pull to find happiness through this kind of fulfillment is a powerful and commanding force. The life of almost every human being—every one of us except perhaps a true saint or sage—is entirely influenced by it. Though the specifics of what will provide you with this kind of fulfillment will surely change over the course of your life, the longing to achieve it will not. It endures to the instant before your last breath—when the object of your desire will likely be another lifetime of breaths. Fulfillment through attainment—whether the object be material or non-material, substantial like a car or intangible like a particular emotion you long to feel—is preeminent, and perhaps that is why it is the only definition you find in the dictionary.

There is another kind of fulfillment that the dictionary fails to include—a kind, most spiritual traditions assert, that is critical to understand and ultimately learn to embody if you are going to realize true or lasting happiness and fulfillment. This other type of fulfillment is not dependent on attainment or on any thing. It is based on a recognition, a shift in perception. You could even say it is a revelation. The second kind of fulfillment is not dependent on circumstances being just right, nor is it derived from anything in the outside world. It comes from you. It is you. “It is not inaccessible nor is it in distant places: it is what in oneself appears to be the experience of bliss, and is therefore realized in oneself.” This quote from the Yoga Vasistha, one of the most comprehensive and esteemed yogic scriptures, reveals everything you need to know about the kind of fulfillment not mentioned in the dictionary. This kind of fulfillment is usually hidden, masked by the world of things—the world that most of us normally see and with which we engage.

This other fulfillment is constantly and permanently available, provided you know how to access silence. “Only by the stilled mind can he be known,” says the Shvetashvatara Upanishad; or as Psalms 46:10 of the King James Bible tells us, “Be still and know that I am God.” In other words, only when you find a way to still the otherwise endless pursuit for the first kind of fulfillment can and will you be able to realize the second kind.

Fulfillment of this kind doesn’t wait for your dream lover to appear, for a breakthrough in your career, for the roses to start blooming in your garden, or for your child to finally come home with good grades. Fulfillment of this kind is always available because it emanates from something that is unchanging. It is, therefore, a complete and enduring fulfillment. It is, as we are informed by every spiritual tradition, a kind of wealth far beyond the riches and accomplishments found in the material world. It is an indestructible treasure, one that can never be lost or taken away. Throughout the ages, it has been described in various ways as the unfolding of the most glorious presence, a contentment that words can never fully convey.

As lofty as this second type of fulfillment might sound, it is important to understand that you do not have to choose one or the other; indeed, for most of us, both are crucial to leading a rich and fulfilled life. However, not everyone, and certainly not every spiritual tradition, sees it that way. It is not uncommon that some of us, consciously or unconsciously, believe that we have to choose one kind of fulfillment over the other. In my experience, the people most prone to believing that they have to make a choice between one or the other are those seeking “spiritual” fulfillment. Unfortunately, I’ve seen how this kind of either/or point of view can have a negative impact on people on both sides of the material-versus-spiritual debate, making it harder to achieve any kind of genuine fulfillment.

As my teacher Pandit Rajmani Tigunait explains in his book Tantra Unveiled:


According to most spiritual traditions the desire for worldly pleasure is incompatible with the spiritual quest. You can have the treasures of this world, they say, or the treasures of the spiritual realm, but not both. This either/or approach sets off an endless internal struggle in those who are drawn to spiritual beliefs and practices but who have at the same time a natural urge to fulfill their worldly desires. This includes most of us. And when there is no way to reconcile these two impulses we fall prey to guilt and self-condemnation, or we repress either our spiritual desires or our worldly desires, or we try to have both, and become hypocrites.



The Best of Both Worlds

The very first time I did yoga, I discovered a greater sense of peace than I had ever known. Each subsequent time I did it, I can honestly say it led me to feel inspired, more capable, and clearer about myself and the world. But when I first started studying the teachings of yoga, I couldn’t help noticing a contradiction between the way yoga practice made me feel and what I understood at the time about its teachings, which seemed rather unforgiving when it came to desires—even the most basic emotional and biological ones. Unless you practiced celibacy, for instance, it seemed you would wind up as just another lost soul. I inferred that I could also toss my creative impulses and worldly ambitions into the same heap with everything else in my life that was in conflict with yoga’s aim to transcend the highs and lows of living in the material world.

It was confusing to feel drawn to the promise of physical, mental, and spiritual enrichment that my experiences in yoga were providing me with, while knowing that I desired a family, a vital creative life, a way to express my talents and capacities, and of course the money to take care of myself and my future family. My conflict helps to explain why I practiced yoga so intensely but sporadically for the first couple of years. For spiritual fulfillment, would I have to forgo all worldly desires, goals, and pleasures? To pursue and attain worldly fulfillment, would I need to forgo yoga?

The answer to both questions, I would later discover, was no. But at the time, I didn’t know this. Based on the little I had read and the common assumptions that I held, I didn’t know that yoga could embrace both material and worldly fulfillment. That’s because my initial exposure to yoga philosophy and teachings appeared only to stress the path of renunciation, what the Vedic tradition refers to as nivritti marga. Marga means “path”; nivritti means “completion or termination.” Its overriding intention is moksha or liberation. Its underlying philosophy is that only through renunciation of the world and all desire can one achieve ultimate freedom and find the path to true and lasting happiness.

About the time I concluded that the yoga tradition held little promise in helping me achieve the life I truly aspired to, I met Mani, my first teacher. He made it clear that nivritti—complete denial of our senses, our individuality, and our desire—was all but impossible; it was mostly a theoretical concept that could be applied by only the rarest of individuals. An ancient scripture, the Mahanirvana Tantra, makes it very clear: “The thirst for life will continue to manifest itself until the point of return is reached and the outgoing energy is exhausted. Man must, until such time, remain on the path of desire.… One cannot renounce until one has enjoyed.” According to Vedic wisdom, the path of nivritti is not an appropriate path for those with obligations such as family, work still to do in this world, or enduring desires yet to be fulfilled.

Mani laid out another vision of yoga that was suited to those of us who have desires and goals in the material world as well as spiritual desires.

The path that is appropriate for most of us is called pravritti marga. The path of pravritti is the path of expansion, moving outward and toward accomplishment. Instead of transcending all desires, this path uses the fuel of desire to lead us to happiness. As does the path of nivritti, it includes the idea that your Source is limitless and eternal—a wellspring of boundless vitality, wisdom, and love—but instead of seeing this Essence as separate from this world, it perceives its beauty as a seamless expression of it.

The path of pravritti teaches that the objects of the world are outward expressions of the Divine. As the Upanishads say, “All—whatsoever that moves in the universe—is indwelt by the Lord.… Enjoy thou what hath been allotted by Him.” Desire, instead of being an obstacle to an inspired and fulfilled life, is the very thing that propels you toward it. “Desire is the essence of all action,” says the Mahabharata, the world’s longest epic poem (of which the highly revered Bhagavad Gita is a part). In fact, we find in the Gita, “Both renunciation of action and the selfless performance of action lead to the supreme goal. But the path of action is better than renunciation.” Striving and activity are part of life, so pravritti teaches you to see the world—with all its challenges, ups and downs, and apparent flaws—as the ideal place to fully realize your spiritual potential as well as to enjoy all that life has to offer.


•   •   •   •

Desire, instead of being an obstacle to an inspired and fulfilled life, is the very thing that propels you toward it.

•   •   •   •



To live in the world in a way that can yield the treasure of deep and lasting fulfillment does not require you to deny or suppress desire. Instead, the tradition instructs, you need to learn to temper your desires with discretion to ensure that they are a vibrant expression of your best self and will therefore lead you to real and lasting satisfaction. “Desire is not to be let loose without bridle,” the Mahanirvana Tantra, another revered thirteenth-century text, tells us. The bridle, as I’ll show you throughout the book, is the guidance of your Source or soul, the ever-present source of wisdom and compassion that you can learn to tap into.

Nivritti and pravritti are the two paths that the ancient tradition prescribes for reaching life’s ultimate goal. They share the same intention: to provide a means to find and attain supreme happiness. What primarily sets these two paths apart is how they relate to desire. One path requires suppression or elimination of all worldly desires. The other focuses on learning how to most adeptly express desire or heavenly inspiration, Spirit, or Essence in the world.

Most Eastern spiritual traditions, and certainly the Vedas, teach that these two paths need not be separate. They teach that learning to know your highest Self can coexist with an embrace of the world, family, friends, creativity, the beauty of Nature, the warmth and pleasures of love—and even the occasional hot fudge sundae. The place where the best of these two paths converge is the destination that The Four Desires is dedicated to helping you reach. It is also the basis of the approach to living an extraordinary life that Mani first introduced me to: the ancient tradition of tantra.

Tantra: Weaving the Threads of Material and Spiritual Prosperity

What is tantra? Tantra acknowledges and incorporates the material and spiritual in its concept of the universe. It affirms what the Vedas tell us about the inseparability of the material world from our existence as human beings, and teaches that no desire is inherently good or bad. My teacher Panditji summed it up beautifully: “Tantra is the way to discover the infinite potential of your body, the power of your mind, and the beauty of your soul.” In short, tantra is dedicated to helping you prosper in every area of your life.

The word tantra has many meanings; each helps shed some light and understanding on what is an incomparably vast and profound spiritual tradition.

Tantra is the compound of two Sanskrit words, tan, which means “to expand or stretch,” and tra, which means “that which protects.” Tantra literally means “that which allows us to safely expand or grow beyond all limitation.” An essential premise of tantra is that we are all under the influence of certain limitations. These limitations can refer to any of the following: our limited perception, our conditioning, our finances, our beliefs, the influence of the stars (astrological), our diet, our energetic state, or our environmental (social or cultural) limitations, to name just a few. The practices you employ to overcome these and any other limitations are, by definition, tantric.

One of the most ancient meanings of the word tantra is “to weave.” In this sense, tantra refers to the philosophy and techniques that allow us to weave the richness of spiritual experience and the fabric of everyday life into a single vibrant tapestry. Dissolving the apparent conflict between the spiritual (the Infinite) and the worldly (the finite) and thereby achieving both kinds of fulfillment, is the heart of tantric philosophy and practice.

Tantric philosophy sees the world and everything in it as a manifestation of Sri, the most radiant and resplendent aspect of the Divine. Tantric seers viewed the material world and the skillful use of all the objects in it as potential means to achieve the full flowering of spiritual experience, where the Infinite and the finite could be exalted simultaneously. They viewed the physical world, the world in which you and I live, as heaven. “What is here is elsewhere; what is not here is nowhere,” says the Mahanirvana Tantra.

Tantric visionaries stressed that it is neither helpful nor necessary to delay seeking heaven until the afterlife. However, according to tantra, while you are still living in the world and occupying a physical body, you can only realize heaven if you awaken your dormant potential. To do that, it is necessary to employ the right methodology. Practitioners of tantra developed systematic approaches, working with everything available to them, including their physical bodies, breath, senses, mind, diet, alchemy, astrology, architecture, geometry, visualization, the power of intention, deep relaxation, mantra, and, of course, yoga. All of these practices, including the tantric approach to yoga, are for the purpose of awakening otherwise hidden powers or capacities. As my teacher Pandit Rajmani Tigunait explains:


    Tantric masters discovered long ago that success in both the outer world and the spiritual realm is possible only if we awaken our latent power, because any meaningful accomplishment, and especially the attainment of the ultimate spiritual goal, requires great strength and stamina. The key to success is shakti—the power of soul, the power of the divine force within. Everyone possesses an infinite (and indomitable) shakti, but for the most part it remains dormant. And those whose shakti is largely unawakened have neither the capacity to be successful in the world nor the capacity to enjoy worldly pleasures. Without access to our shakti, true spiritual illumination is not possible. Awakening and using shakti is the goal of tantra.



The point of this teaching is that the more you are able to access shakti, the power of soul, the more capable you are of achieving whatever goal you are seeking. The various techniques and approaches throughout this book, all adapted from tantric wisdom, are to help you harness your soul’s power and to ensure that you express all of its wondrous capacities in your life.

Stories abound of tantric masters who, having mastered this power, have been able to manifest miracle-like occurrences such as—believe it or not—materializing objects out of thin air, affecting the future, being able to bilocate (be in two places at once), and even bringing the dead back to life. Authoritative tantric practitioners do not view as ends in themselves the extraordinary capacities to transcend natural law that some masters have reputedly shown. Rather, they view these capacities as a demonstration of the potential power that all human beings have to generate more auspiciousness—to attract more happiness and success at every level.


•   •   •   •

The more you are able to access shakti, the power of soul, the more capable you are of achieving whatever goal you are seeking.

•   •   •   •



Although the power of tantric practice to affect material change makes it particularly relevant for those of us searching for ways to more effectively achieve fulfillment, it is also true that human beings’ fascination with spectacular feats has helped contribute to some of the widespread confusion about tantra. In many parts of India today, for instance, tantra is known less for the profound spiritual tradition that it actually is and more as a form of magic. The West has seen a different distortion and misinterpretation of tantra. In recent decades, a handful of Westerners began teaching exotic sexual practices and identifying them as “tantric.” As a result, until a few years ago most people in the West who knew of tantra most likely associated it with a marathon-like approach to “spiritual sex.” Without a doubt, there has been a share of both Western and Eastern charlatans throughout the ages who called their distorted teachings tantra, which has led to a great deal of misinformation.

Another reason for the confusion that has often surrounded tantra has to do with the sheer diversity of its subject matter. Depending on which of its many aspects you focus on, you could easily conclude that it is exclusively materialistic, ritualistic, sensual, profane, superstitious, psychological, supernatural, spiritual, devotional, arcane, epistemological, or simply magical. None of this applies to the way we’ll use the teachings. Our focus will be practical and straightforward: to help you have more of what you want and less of what you don’t want, while at the same time honoring all of who you are.

One of the most important meanings of the word tantra is “system,” “method,” or “technique.” In the same way you use technology throughout your day to start your car, boil an egg, set your alarm clock, and so on, tantric science and the methods developed from it can help make your life more efficient and effective, can help give you more freedom. Tantra, therefore, is the application of any technique or system that moves you beyond your limitations and closer to the objects and the life you seek.

I’ll close with what is perhaps the least-known meaning of the word tantra, which is “to be touched,” referring specifically to the concept of your heart being touched. Think of the last time you felt a sense of awe, wonder, or profound appreciation for life, when you suddenly saw life as the greatest of all gifts. That moment might have happened when you were alone or on a crowded city street, looking into the eyes of your child, hearing the national anthem, or tossing a Frisbee to your dog. At that moment, you recognized that while life may be complicated, unpredictable, and full of challenges, you are nonetheless blessed to be alive.

That moment, when all sense of limitation fell away, is tantra. The vast array of techniques, practices, and teachings that tantric masters developed through the centuries are for the purpose of awakening you to this experience, and enabling you to weave it more and more consistently into the tapestry of your life. And that is also the goal of all the processes in this book, which are either drawn directly from or inspired by tantric wisdom.
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